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1I’m Alan Gevinson, the Library of Congress project director ... 
... of the American Archive of Public Broadcasting ... 
2
... a collaboration between the Library of Congress and the WGBH 
Educational Foundation in Boston, to preserve and make accessible 
significant public radio and television programs before they are lost to 
posterity. The American Archive collection of more than 68,000 items 
dates back to the late 1940s and is growing. 
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The American Archive is a digital archive with a website, 
americanarchive.org, the homepage of which you see here. Users 
anywhere in the United States can access a wide range of historical 
public television and radio programs ... 
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... that were submitted for digitization by more than 100 stations and 
archives from 38 states, the District of Columbia, and the territory of 
Guam. In today’s talk, I’ll concentrate on news-related materials in the 
Archive, many of which we make available online. But first, I’ll relate a 
brief history of the project and discuss the project’s goals.
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The Public Broadcasting Act of 1967 established the U.S. public 
broadcasting system that we know today. The Act created the 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting at the center of the system and 
mandated it “to establish and maintain a library and archives of 
noncommercial educational television or radio programs.” A decade later, 
however, an internal PBS report concluded that after 24 years of 
noncommercial television, “there is no program archive ... in the United 
States…. and there is no full-time staff member at any national public 
broadcasting organization who devotes time exclusively to archive 
planning -- let alone implementation.” Two years later, the first public 
broadcasting station archive was founded at WGBH, a program that 
remained unique among public broadcasting stations for many years. 
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PBS established an archive in 1979, but it ceased operations just four 
years later in 1983. In 1993, PBS and the Library of Congress entered 
into an agreement to transfer the “best copy” of PBS programs to the 
Library’s archive, and in 1997, the Library issued a national preservation 
study and plan that recommended increased funding for preservation and 
coordination within the field. The challenges of preserving public 
television, however, remained daunting in a system with 345 affiliates 
producing local programming and storing tapes under less than optimal 
environmental conditions.
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In the first decade of the 21st century, the digital revolution provided an 
opportunity to better fulfill the archival imperatives of the Public 
Broadcasting Act of 1967 and the preservation recommendations of the 
1997 Library of Congress study. In 2004, the Preserving Digital Public 
Television project studied born-digital preservation and by doing so 
became instrumental in helping to create the American Archive. In 2007, 
the Association of Public Television Stations, joining with CPB, PBS, and 
local stations, “generated a document for Congressional staff that 
proposed the development of a digital repository to preserve public 
television and radio content.” 
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APTS lobbied Congress to allow CPB to develop the American Archive 
with some of the funds that previously had been allocated for PBS 
stations to convert to digital. CPB followed with a commissioned report 
that concluded “that the American people had invested over $10 billion in 
content that was no longer available to them.” The report urged CPB to 
create a working prototype for the Archive, and in 2009, led by Oregon 
Public Broadcasting, the pilot program identified, restored, digitized, and 
made accessible nearly 2,500 hours of archival content from twenty-four 
public radio and television stations related to civil rights and World War II 
veterans’ stories. 
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From 2010 to 2012, CPB provided nearly $3 million in grants to 120 
public radio and television stations in many states, the District of 
Columbia, Guam, and Puerto Rico to inventory film reels and tapes the 
stations had amassed throughout their years of production. In total, these 
stations created more than 2.5 million inventory records that are 
compliant with the PBCore metadata schema, which was created to 
standardize the management of public media audiovisual assets. After 
Congress cut CPB’s digital supplemental appropriation two years in a 
row, CPB announced its intention to secure a long-term home for the 
American Archive and to jumpstart the project, arranged for the 
digitization of 40,000 hours of analog and born-digital content selected by 
more than 100 stations and archives. In 2013, CPB selected the Library 
of Congress and WGBH to be the permanent stewards of the American 
Archive.
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The goals of the American Archive are lofty. We want to preserve public 
media and assure discoverability and access through a coordinated 
national effort. We want to support content creators and stewards of the 
materials with best practices to preserve their own historic programming 
for future generations.  We aim to facilitate the use of historical public 
broadcasting by researchers, educators, students, and others, and 
increase public awareness of its importance. 
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As an aggregator of content, our project hopes to provide a centralized 
web portal of discovery where users can find relevant programs either on 
our own site or through links to sites belonging to other archives and 
stations. With approximately 1,250 public radio and television stations in 
existence, one access point will aid scholars interested in researching 
how national topics have been covered in divergent localities over the 
past 60+ years. If stations and archives will send us digitized files, we will 
add them to the collection. If they send only metadata, we will provide 
direct links to digitized files on their sites. For a researcher, this would be 
one-stop shopping. This is how the DPLA operates, and the American 
Archive plans soon to make its files accessible through the DPLA 
website. We want to help solve the separate silos syndrome. 
12
The Library of Congress preserves the digital treasures of the American 
Archive in our Packard Campus National Audio-Visual Conservation 
Center, the Library’s state of the art preservation facility in Culpeper, 
Virginia. 
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The Library’s experience, expertise, and national leadership in 
preservation will ensure that all American Archive files survive for 
posterity and that future operations are performed according to the 
highest standards and best practices.
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As a leading public broadcaster, WGBH brings to the project extensive 
knowledge of the public media system and an understanding of the core 
issues facing television and radio stations. 
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These strengths have made it an ideal collaborator to manage the 
project’s archival management system and public-facing website and to 
support other public media stations in their preservation efforts. While 
each institution takes the lead in certain functions, we share governance 
responsibilities for the entire project. 
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To help with our goals, we formed an Executive Advisory Council of key 
figures in the worlds of public broadcasting, education, libraries, digital 
strategies, and preservation, including Gwen Ifill, co-anchor and 
managing editor of the PBS NewsHour; television pioneer Norman Lear; 
Senator Ed Markey, a long-time supporter of public media; Newton 
Minow, chairman of the Federal Communication Commission under 
President Kennedy and a former chair of PBS; and Cokie Roberts, Senior 
News Analyst for National Public Radio. 
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During the past year, we have launched 3 new projects. We will digitize 
and make available on our website the complete PBS NewsHour series 
from 1975 through 2007, all the programs that currently exist on obsolete 
formats. We will preserve for future generations full interviews created for 
the acclaimed American Masters PBS series. And we are creating a 
national catalog of records describing pre-PBS programs from the 1950’s 
and 1960’s that were distributed over the National Educational Television 
network. 
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We recently received 8 full interviews with distinguished historians that 
were conducted by Ken Burns for The Civil War and 54 interviews taped 
for the acclaimed series Africans in America. These interviews have 
never been seen by the public, and they soon will be available on our 
website. As news about our project has spread, we have received calls 
from numerous stations, producers, and archives who have agreed to 
contribute content, among them New Hampshire Public Radio, Southern 
California Public Radio, and WNET in New York. 
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We currently are engaged in discussions with the organizations listed 
here to coordinate efforts for preservation and access, and we are 
helping some of them prepare grants to digitize collections. 
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In coming years, we plan to establish coalitions to address future 
preservation and access challenges. 
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As I mentioned, the initial collection consists of 40,000 hours of content –
some 68,000 digital files – from more than 100 stations and archives 
across the U.S. The collection also includes 2.5 million inventory records 
submitted by more than 120 stations. 
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The content comes from 38 states. 
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The Northeast, Mid-Atlantic, and Midwest regions account for nearly 
three-quarters of the total number of files. 
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We currently have metadata that includes broadcast dates for 44% of the 
total collection. Programs produced since 1980 account for nearly ¾ of 
the dated material, while the 1940s through the 1970s account for only ¼ 
of the total. Places and years thus are skewed favoring some states, 
some regions, and some decades over others. 
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Even with these imbalances, this remains an extraordinarily diverse 
collection covering many localities across the United States and much 
that has occurred throughout the nation during the past 60+ years. The 
materials offer unique television and radio programs that document the 
topics and types of shows you see here. 
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Scholars who have supported our work have repeatedly complained 
about the lack of access to audiovisual materials. A historian of the civil 
rights movement has written to us, “I have long been frustrated by the 
difficulty [of] gaining access to the vast audiovisual record of my period.” 
A media historian writes that “Bringing [public broadcasting programs] out 
of obscurity . . . would be an immense boon to scholars not only of media 
history but of the era as well.” 
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To help with these complaints, we launched our Online Reading Room in 
October 2015. Over the past year, we have worked diligently to determine 
that we can make 13,000 programs available for streaming access to 
users anywhere in the U.S. for research, educational, and informational 
purposes. To determine which materials can go into the Online Reading 
Room, we sent quitclaims to our donors to sign ... 
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... and conducted an analysis of the types of programs in the collection to 
help us determine whether accessibility should be confined to the on-site 
premises of the Library and WGBH, or whether we were comfortable with 
making some programs available online to those who agreed to our terms 
of use.  Some 20% of the collection currently is available online.
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Because of the geographical breadth of the material, researchers can use 
the collection to help uncover ways that national historical events and 
processes played out on the local scene. The long chronological reach 
from the late 1940s to the present provides researchers with previously 
inaccessible primary source material to document change over time.
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The American Archive collection contains a wealth of material produced 
locally for local audiences. These programs represent an untapped 
important resource. During the 1960s and 1970s, many historians began 
to focus on social history, history from the bottom up, instead of on 
national elites. This “emphasis on diversity,” Alan Brinkley has written, 
presumed “that the history of the nation is many different stories, no one 
of which can be considered the ‘main’ story.” 
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One format that has thrived over the years on public television is the local 
newsmagazine – think 60 Minutes for cities, states, and regions. There 
are more than 2,600 magazine-styled programs in the Online Reading 
Room and more than 7,300 in the digitized collection. They were sent to 
us from 39 stations and archives representing 25 states. They span the 
past 40 years.
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The majority of these are weekly magazine news and public affairs 
programs covering issues, events, and people in local, state, and regional 
communities. 
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Some programs concentrate on broad topics, such as business news, 
politics, and government; others focus on more specialized subjects, 
such as civil liberties, energy, education, and local workers. Some are 
produced by and are about specific societal groups, such as African 
Americans, Latino farm workers, Native Americans, women, and college 
communities. 
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We have daily news report programs from a variety of localities. 
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News documentaries present in-depth coverage of current events and 
issues. 
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Some news programs in the collection captured important events as they 
occurred.
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We also have audiovisual materials that were used in the production of 
programs, including revealing interviews taped for a number of series 
produced by WGBH and Appalshop in Kentucky that have never been 
seen or heard in full.
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The local news material in the collection is especially important because 
of the era it reflects. There remains much basic excavation and 
interpretive work in recent American history for the present generation of 
scholars to accomplish. A recent essay noted that American history 
scholarship pertaining to the period of 1973 onwards is “limited, 
fragmentary, and politically conflicted.” Accounts about later periods, the 
author concluded, have “not really been history.” 
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The history of the civil rights movement provides a good example of the 
importance of local studies. The publication in the mid-1990s of a number 
of key works on local civil rights history, “marked a major shift in the field,” 
the historian Emilye Crosby has written. “Collectively,” she states, “these 
books highlighted how acknowledging and studying the importance of the 
movement’s local, indigenous base fundamentally alters our picture of the 
movement and its significance.” 
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Local news materials in our collection documented the southern civil 
rights movement in interviews, speeches, lectures, and actuality 
recordings of events. 
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To make materials easier to use in the classroom, we’ve created a topic-
based curated exhibit, “Voices from the Southern Civil Rights Movement,” 
that collects these programs into one spot and provides contextual 
information. We also have news-related exhibits on presidential elections 
and climate change.
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As we grow the collection, we plan to fill in gaps. We want to receive 
news and cultural programming from stations in the 12 states that have 
not yet participated in the project. We also plan to target sources of 
national news and public affairs programs: PBS, NPR, American Public 
Television, the Independent Television Service, and the National 
Educational Telecommunications Association. As I mentioned earlier, we 
recently received a grant to digitize all the predecessor programs of the 
PBS NewsHour that were broadcast between October 20, 1975, and 
December 16, 2007. These programs were recorded on analog formats 
that now are obsolete. With 57 minutes per program, compared with 22 
minutes or less in commercial evening news programs, the NewsHour 
provided a forum for newsmakers and experts in many fields to present 
their views at length in a format intended to achieve clarity and balance. 
Co-creator and former co-anchor, Robert MacNeil, characterized the 
program as providing “a place where the news is allowed to breathe, 
where we can calmly, intelligently look at what has happened, what it 
means and why it is important.” The collection, we hope, will be of great 
value to scholars and teachers from a variety of disciplines, especially 
history, political science, sociology, public opinion research, journalism, 
and media studies.
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Once the NewsHour programs are digitized, we will provide online access 
to the entire collection, including transcripts to enable keyword searching. 
We received a grant to develop transcripts of the initial American Archive 
collection of 40,000 hours using speech-to-text tools. In the future we 
hope to employ digital humanities methods and tools to enhance 
metadata using these transcripts, and to organize the data produced for 
better use in scholarship and teaching.
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The future of the American Archive looks bright. We recently received 
acclaim from our peers when we were awarded the first Digital Library 
Federation Community/Capacity Award. We were invited to present at 
this year’s annual meeting of the National Federation of Community 
Broadcasters, where we made many contacts that we hope will lead to 
preservation efforts in that community. And we are beginning to reach out 
to educational organizations in order to better serve scholars, teachers, 
and students.  We look forward to the challenges that lie ahead. Thank 
you.
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